Much has been written about discourses concerning male sexual behaviour in the eighteenth century; given the nature of the surviving sources, it is harder to research actual sexual behaviour. Sir Charles Hanbury Williams (1708-1759) was a celebrated poet, wit and diplomat in his own lifetime, but is now largely forgotten. The copious surviving manuscripts of his correspondence and verses provide rich and explicit material for an examination of mid-eighteenth-century libertinism from two perspectives -that of its ribald practitioners, and that of an ex-libertine father and mentor -within the context of scholarly debates on eighteenth-century politeness and masculinities.
The Russian Empire was then ruled by the beautiful, capricious, and hedonistic Elizabeth, daughter of Peter the Great. Sir Charles began well, concluding negotiations for a Russo-British treaty. Russia promised to attack Prussia, if Prussia attacked Hanover.
Unfortunately for Williams, the ground was cut from under his feet, when the Duke of very recently -attracted more attention than male behaviour itself. This is not surprising,
given that most of the surviving sources lend themselves more easily to the former than the latter. 26 The evidence that follows may help to bridge that gap.
* * *
The words 'libertinage' and 'libertinism' connote both sexual freedom (or licentiousness, even to the extent of publicly avowed rapacious lechery among Restoration libertines) and a proclivity to mock religion. There is no consensus, however, on the proportions and the relationships between the two elements. To take a somewhat unusual case, the third Earl of Shaftesbury rebuked coarse and incontinent sexual behaviour while employing a language of philosophical libertinism that was tinged with homoerotic desire. It seems reasonable to conclude that the weakening of religious restraints facilitated promiscuous and even predatory behaviour, but that the fashionability of 'rakish' (mis)conduct also provided an incentive for 'irreligion'. 27 We find both of these themes in Williams's papers. In an undated note to her 91 The older and wiser Williams was one of those best placed to know the purposes of such politeness -and the permissible limits of impolite conduct. Moreover, as Michael Curtin concluded, until the mid-eighteenth century, courtesy literature was still 'addressed to an audience which was presumed to be youthful, high-spirited, and aggressive, but which required an admixture of restraint and selfdiscipline for the pursuit of worldly distinction.' 92 What may require emphasis, however, is the extent to which carriage and conduct mattered, to Williams as it did to Chesterfield.
The advice dispensed by Sir Charles to young men also contrasts with that given to young women, because although he still enjoyed the society of highly sexualized women, the middle-aged Williams did not depart from the conventional double standards of the age when it came to his own daughters' chasteness. We might also reflect that young gentlemen's numerous and varied opportunities for libertine conduct diverted their attention away from the young ladies they might otherwise have seduced, and so helped to keep disconcerting problems of female sexuality at a safe distance from their fathers.
It may seem a clichéd observation, but Williams belonged to a transitional generation in the histories of the family and of sexuality. 93 It is as misleading as it is tempting to interpret the transformation in Williams's own preoccupations in the late 1740s as part of a more general shift from the embers of Restoration libertinism towards the tender, indeed lachrymose parenting conventions of the age of Sensibility. This apparently sudden change in Sir Charles may in part result from the chance preservation of the sources: a rich seam of 'libertine' letters from the mid-1740s has survived, rather than having been burnt. Williams's daughters reached an age at which he might -if he chosebegin to take a closer interest in their education and their settlement after he had gone overseas and begun to correspond frequently with them. We should not imagine that before 28 the late 1740s Williams had no concern for his daughters, or that he was incapable of conducting himself politely when the circumstances demanded it. He might be compared in this respect to John Wilkes, who was both 'neglectful husband' to his wife and 'sentimental parent' to his daughter Polly, and who defies sharply drawn contrasts between libertinism and domesticity. 94 Nor should we assume that Sir Charles renounced all carnal pleasures following his posting to Dresden. The spirit, however, was by then probably more willing than the flesh.
The sources concerning Williams's set in the 1740s tend to fit Roy Porter's classic claim that 'amongst the affluent and leisured' of Georgian England, 'the libido was liberated and erotic gratification was dissociated from sin and shame'. 95 This celebratory interpretation has recently been reinforced by Dabhoiwala's 'first sexual revolution'. The evident persistence of a 'rakish, bisexual, libertine' culture into the mid-eighteenth century (shortly before the rise of the 'blackguards' associated with 'heteronormative' Wilkite libertinism) 96 might seem to call further into question the early eighteenth-century shift postulated by Trumbach, away from the old libertinage involving the pursuit 'of boys and women' in consequence of the stigmatization of homosexual behaviour as 'effeminate'. 97 We should however distinguish between 'coexisting models' and 'dominant discourses', or to put it less theoretically, between things that could be expressed privately and things that could be said publicly. 98 Very little (if any) of the material presented above was intended
